The inadequacy of using means to compare medical costs of smokers and nonsmokers.
The costs associated with health risks have become a primary focus in the field of health promotion. Unfortunately, the nature and quality of medical cost data are not ideal for simple comparisons of health risk groups. Most health promotion professionals have had little or no training on how to interpret cost data and are thus unaware of the limitations and problems inherent in cost comparisons. This report illustrates the problems encountered when using cost data, using examples from a medical claims dataset. Specifically, the potential errors that result from comparing group means are shown. A set of alternatives for practitioners and researchers to consider when comparing costs for different groups are offered.